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Chapter One

Calling All Friends of Magical Creatures:

Check out the other offerings in our Magical Creatures Collection:


Fairies, Knooks, and Gnomes, Oh My!

When I first saw the title of this short story by the beloved L. Frank Baum, I immediately thought not of the Land of Oz but rather of Tim Burton. Each year as the weather turns crisp and the strings of lights and Santa hats appear in shop windows, I pick a night to snuggle up on the couch with a cup of cocoa and celebrate the coming holiday season by watching The Nightmare Before Christmas (come now, did you think I was going to say It's a Wonderful Life?) For those who may not have seen this delightful and very-gothic-Christmas flick, there is an especially amusing scene where the three kids—one dressed like a witch, one dressed like a skeleton, and one dressed like a devil—at the command of the bogeyman (Oogie Boogie) are charged with the task of kidnapping Santa Claus. This rowdy little bunch, who are decidedly more trick than treat, rise to the occasion, shoving poor Santa into a giant Halloween candy bag, all the while singing a mocking song called “Kidnap the Sandy Claws.”

(Side note: Jack Pumpkinhead was a character in the Oz books that didn't make it to mainstream Hollywood with The Wizard of Oz. He first appeared in The Marvelous Land of Oz. The main character in The Nightmare Before Christmas, Jack Skellington—aka The Pumpkin King—bears a decided resemblance to Jack Pumpkinhead, not least of all his jack-o'-lantern head and gangly body.)

Though there are no overt Halloween themes in Baum's little tale, there are a slew of magical creatures including demons that dwell in the caves surrounding Laughing Valley, the valley where Santa lives. These demons conspire to kidnap Santa Claus when their attempts at tricking him are to no avail. (Sounds a bit like the Grinch who stole Christmas, ay?)

This 1904 Christmas-themed story—originally published in The Delineator, a women's magazine that featured many short stories by L. Frank Baum—is not the only one that Baum wrote. He had previously written a story in 1902 called The Life and Adventures of Santa Claus in which he established the setting of Laughing Valley and the curious creatures who lived there, many of whom make a brief appearance in this shorter tale.

True to his abilities of creating an entire otherworld, those creatures include:


	Fairies, whose domain is humanity

	Knooks, who guard the animals

	Ryls, who guard the flowers

	Gnomes, who are in charge of rocks

	Wood Nymphs, who guard the trees



There are also Sleep Fays and Light Elves, as well as Sound Imps, Water Spirits, and Wind Demons. Not all of these creatures appear in Laughing Valley in this go-round, but it is helpful to know the backdrop of the magical world. Yes, Santa Claus is classic—he works tirelessly to make toys for all the boys and girls at Christmastime. But the land he lives in is far more enchanted than the commercial North Pole of today. It is a world where Santa operates in harmony with nature, the wind, the forest, and the birds. He is a gentle and all-loving bearded man who possesses magical abilities beyond all the beings. (It occurred to me too that Santa Claus is psychic. Somehow he knows what you want, where you live, and if you have been bad or good!)

Baum is, of course, best known for his Oz books, but he wrote many, many others including several books under different pseudonyms, of which three were female. His feminine noms de plume were Edith Van Dyne, who wrote the Aunt Jane series; Laura Bancroft; and Suzanne Metcalf. In addition, he wrote under the name Captain Hugh Fitzgerald (the Sam Steele series); Floyd Akers (The Boy Fortune Hunters and later books in the Sam Steele series); Schuyler Staunton; and John Estes Cooke.

And though this is a sweet little story, it demonstrates the mastery of writing that Baum possessed. Christmas demons? Who thinks of that? He has an ability to transport you to a place that you will absolutely believe is real. Just like the Land of Oz. A place you want to see for yourself, which you will, if you just read on.

In Undying Freakitude,

Varla Ventura

San Francisco, 2011
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